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The Darkness Within
The old man stood completely clad in black, save the immaculate white collar
clutching his neck and his sickly, pale face. His stern expression combined with
cold and piercing blue eyes gave him an air of omnipotence. It was as if he alone
claimed power over every object within his sight and no mere mortal could dare
to oppose him.
The parishioners shuffled slowly into the damp and dark church. Candles
were lit atop a spartan and colorless altar table to provide a feeble struggle of
light against the growing autumn darkness. Deacon Holcomb stood with his
hands crossed behind his back, watching his subjects file into the small room and
take their seats on the dark wooden benches. Speech stopped at the doorway to
the church as every head bowed respectfully to the ground upon entrance. Not a
soul would dare to break the reverential silence and awe for both the diety they
came to worship and the man which they came to hear. Deacon Holcomb
frowned inwardly as he scanned his audience. The people set themselves up in a
discordal manner: the young sat with elderly; the well-off with the paupers. Not
an eye met the holy man's gaze, not a word was thrown his way.
As the last of the country folk took their seats, the deacon moved toward his
podium. Slowly, all heads rose to meet the eyes of the elderly man. An unseen
strength seemed to power his frail limbs to motion as he climbed to the speaker's
podium. His eyes pinned down the parishioners and commanded their attention
as the words from his throat boiled out of his mouth, "Sin is amongst us! "
His words seemed to shake the very foundations of the ancient church. The
wind howled outside the doors as if it were mocking his words.
"We must fight every day against the fell forces of Satan. He lurks in the most
dear places, lest we weed his roots from our soil. I do not have to preach of the
importance of piety in our day and age: war, strife, adultery ... it makes me sad to
call myself a man.
"I look to our people and ask myself, 'Where does Satan prey the most?
Where are his evil tendrils breaching the goodness of our community?' More and
more I see myself answering this pressing question with a solemn answer.
His final words hung in the air. Every mind tried to fill in the answer to his
question and guess what the immortal deacon had discovered.
Slowly, the deacon whispered, "Our youth."
The gathering was taken aback by the surprising answer. Every parent silently
looked at their children and shudderingly thought, "My child? Evil? Never!"
As if reading their minds, the deacon violently responded, "Yes! Your children
breed tl1e seed of hate and sin which will destroy our already fragile world!
"The youth of today does not heed the words of their mentors. They
flippantly press the spring flowers and play in the fields when work is to be done.
Lessons rebound from their souls and they embrace the darkness within instead of
calling to the light from beyond.
"You may ask, 'What is to be done? Is there any way I can protect my
innocent lamb from the corruption around him?' Well ... there is," his words slowly
fell from his mouth.
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The deacon's eyes scanned the audience as he violently returned to his speech,
"There is sometl1.ing that can be clone. We must stave the evil at its root! Seek it and
banish it from our sight! o more will we live in fear of tl1e gho ts from below! 1
command tl1at Alicia Farrow step fo1ward to confess her sin to the public eye!"
A collective gasp rippled through the small crowd as all eyes focused upon a
small pitiable woman in the front row. The deacon's eyes narrowed as they
focused upon her young and innocent face. She returned his gaze w ith a
frightened and pleading look. Alicia was dressed in a less forma l manner
compa red to the rest of the parish crowd. Her slightly tom clothing suggested her
intense poverty. She brushed a mass of unkempt hair out of her face with her
slightly dirtied hands as she tried to choke down sudden tears of fear. D eacon
Holcomb stared at the suddenly dilapidated member of the church with a cold
contempt as she shakingly rose from her seat and approached him. The church
folk visibly shrank from her presence as she walked to tl1e altar as images of
demons seemed to replace her formerly neutral form.
"Confess, woman," the deacon spat.
"I have no crime to confess, deacon," she pleaded timidly. "My actions are not
of my own will. Your relation of these actions is a crime! It is a betrayal of my
trust! "
The crowd looked perplexedly at tl1e deacon. Unmoving, he retorted , "You
have co1mnitted a crime against this parish and this community. If you do not
confess, I will openly charge you with this moral crime."
Alicia opened her moutl1 to peak but emotion tore tlu·ough her body before
the words could form. Tears came to her eye and she collapsed to her knees in
front of the deacon.
"Rise ... rise, woman!" tl1e deacon yelled, but Alicia did not obey.
"Very well , then. Miss Alicia Farrow harbors within her the child of Satan! She
has no betrothed and she has no home , save her shack in the forest. She has
resisted the community and receives no help from the noble people o f our
community. Therefore, how does she survive and where does her child come
from? It is the doing of evil, I tell you! We must dispo e of evilness such as this
before it is too late for our good children. The lesson is clone."
With those final words, Alicia ran from the church wailing her despairing cries
to the black, open sky outside. Deacon Holcomb climbed down from his podium
and began to extinguish the candles on the altar. The men of tl1e parish put on
tl1eir hats and the women tied their bonnets as they too prepared to leave. Two
concerned men lingered for a moment as the pari hioners filed out in orde r to
speak with the deacon.
"Deacon, if what you say is true about Miss Farrow, tl1en what is to be done?
If we banish her, she will die in the forest alone. Even if she may have evil w ithin
her, she can always be reclaimed , can't she? It just is not our way to abandon
those of our faith!"
The deacon looked sternly at the man and plainly said, "she is no longer of
our faith. Banish her. "
Night descended upon the small farming conununity of Grey Oak. The men
would usually be done with work and would be waiting for a warm meal from
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[heir wives to enjoy in the company of their families. However, tonight was an
unusual night. The torche were being lit near the community hall and wooden
crucifixes were being constructed near the small church. Angry voices evoked the
name of their Lord to aid them in the destruction of a poor and lonely woman's
home in the forest. Good could not be served until they felt evil had been routed
and murdered.
Deacon Holcomb left the church with his Bible in hand and began the long
trek to his home on the opposite end of the maje tic forest. The autumn winds
chilled his bones but he did not mind them that pa1ticular night. After all, he had
led his disciples to a major victory that day and his righteousness warmed his
body from the inside.
The mighty oaken walls of the forest loomed ahead. It was great and dark; a
warning to all who entered its mystical realms. The deacon perked his head up from
the trail to silently observe the immense shafts of wood which separated himself
from his home. He always had a certain trepidation of the forest and its sinister
interiors. Something about the tremendous cu1tain of darkness above isolating him
from the sanctuary of the sky sent a slight shiver down his back. The deacon averted
his eyes towards the horizon and saw the glow of fire near the village limits behind
him and smiled. "Good. The deed will soon be done," he said aloud.
Feeling a greater sense of courage, the deacon stared down the path ahead of
him into the forest. How silly, he thought, to be afraid of the fore t, one of God's
greatest creations . With that final thought to propel him, he stepped into the
forest.
He began to feel a little sad for the poor woman he had condemned as he
walked down the forest trail. She did indeed confide in him that she did not know
how she had become pregnant. Of course, how could he believe her? Alicia had
been an abandoned child left to the community. She was a little wild, in his
opinion, as a teenager and he had always expected her to lose the path of God"s
way. Her punishment would serve those around her, he thought. The deacon
believed himself to be right and smiled again to hin1self.
The wind suddenly picked up around him and blew his hat off. He tried to
chase it into tl1e woods but the hat blew away too fast. "Damn!" he muttered .
The wind seemed to laugh at him as he watched his hat blow away deeper
into the forest. That wind! he thought how sinister and cold. Without his hat, the
deacon felt much colder and decided it would be best to get home quickly and
wa1m up next to a cozy fire.
But wait ... which direction was the trail? The deacon turned around and
walked back to where he believed he had come from but there was no trail. So,
he walked in a new direction but still, no trail. It was as if the din path was just
wallowed up by the forest. He scanned the ground for any sign of tl1e trail but
th e growing darkness impaired his vision so that he could barely recognize
anything on the forest floor. Remaining calm, the deacon remembered hi forestry
lessons as a child. All he had to do was find the moon to regain his bearings and
walk through the forest back to his home. He looked up to find that the bright
and full moon was quickly receding behind a large cloud. It did not stay in sight
long enough for him to determine the way home.
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He was lost. No matter, though, town was not far away so he could always
walk back by one route or another and stay overnight at someone's house. The
deacon felt confident and smiled despite the fact that the wind was cold and the
gathering clouds foreshadowed rain.
"Father! Over here, father! ' a boy shouted.
Deacon Holcomb's head picked up on the sound and he looked in the
direction of the voice. Unfortunately, he could not see anyone, but there were
two distinct voices.
"Remember, boy, the moss is always on the north side of the tree. That way
you won't get lost," an older voice called.
The deacon could hear leaves being trampled nearby but the darkness
obscured the shadows around him into a grotesque and chaotic mess. "Father, is it
true that the devil lives in the forest?" the boy called.
"No, son. He doesn't live in the forest. Where did you hear that?" laughed the
man's voice.
"I heard it from the deacon! The deacon said it! Does that make the deacon a
liar, father?"
Deacon Holcomb's eyes widened at the last comment by the boy. He tried to
run through the forest to the boy yelling, "I never said any such thing! How dare
you call the elder of your community a liar!"
The voices trailed off in laughter and the leaves swirled at the deacon's feet as
the wind picked up again. He stood alone in the forest , panting, as the faint
sound of laughter echoed through the forest.
"James, do not allow your wit to fool your nerve! Those two could not have
gone very far. Perhaps there is a farm house nearby," the deacon said calmly to
himself.
He began walking with purpose unknown even to him in a forward line
deeper into the forest. The trees grew thicker and older as he delved even deeper
into the forest. The wind swirled around him and the cold began to bite his
elderly face. The deacon did not know which direction he was walking in but
trusted that he would eventually find his way home. The encounter with the two
apparitions in the forest were still lingering in his mind when he thought he heard
another voice from ahead.
He slowed his pace and began to concentrate on the sound. He heard a muffled
voice coming from a dense copse of trees not more than a few yards in front of him.
He couldn't make out the words that he heard since most of the sound was drowned
out by the wind. slowly, he began to recognize certain sounds and repetitions from
the voice. It sounded strangely like a prayer of some kind but he couldn't tell which.
Intrigued, the deacon made the decision to push aside the branches guarding the
copse and enter its darkened and mysterious insides.
Strangely enough, he discovered a small clearing inside instead of more trees.
The wind was much calmer in here and it gave an ominous silence to the scene.
The deacon scanned the area for the source of the mumbling he heard but, to his
dismay, could not see anyone. However, a particular tree caught his attention and
he stopped to examine its knotted and twisted trunk.
The ancient oak seemed out of place amongst the smaller trees as it rose to
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unimaginable heights towards the clouded and black sky. Its thick , leafless
branches reached out towards the forest beckoning the deacon closer. The
magnificently twisted trunk defied the eye as the wood seemed to weave into and
out of the tree and around its sturdy base. The deacon looked in awe at this
incredible creation of God's magic in the forest as he quickly pushed his former
fear of the forest out of his mind.
He suddenly had an irresistible temptation to climb the tree and attempt to
reach the heights which would bring him closer to the being which he had
dedicated his life to glorifying. The deacon climbed onto the immense trunk of
the tree and attempted to grab hold of one of the great lower branches. No
sooner had he grabbed the branch when he heard a terrible splintering sound and
the entire branch fell off the tree and sent him tumbling to the ground. Shaken,
but not hurt, the deacon stood up again and went to examine the fallen branch.
The wood was cold and hard. It was tough and sharp. He felt his heart sink a
little as he realized that the majestic oak was completely dead . The branch was in
plinters on the ground and it left a huge gaping hole in its place on the tree.
curiosity compelled the deacon to examine the hole, which he quickly regretted.
The insides of the tree were all rotten out and an innumerable amount of
verminous insects had taken up residency within the dead tree.
Just as the deacon realized the fell nature of the once-proud tree, the wind
picked up with a ferocious force . Caught by surprise and unable to hold his place
on the trunk of tree, the wind blew deacon Holcomb against the side of the tree.
Instinctively, the deacon reached out to the tree to prevent himself from falling
again. He plunged his cold and bare hand into the hole, forgetting the infestations
of insects contained therein. However, the tree was too rotten to even hold up his
weight and a large piece of the trunk came loose in his hand, sending both to the
ground, covered in beetles and ants.
The deacon lost all composure and jumped up trying to swat at the creatures
covering his body. The wind howled in the trees and further infuriated the
hocked deacon. He continued to stomp on the insects as he knocked them off
his clothes and yelled with all his might, "Infamous evil! Incestuous vermin! Go
back to Hell from whence you came!"
The wind stopped as suddenly as it started and the deacon calmed himself,
panting from his exhausting efforts to rid himself of the creatures he discovered in
the tree. The deacon closed his eyes and tried to regain his thoughts , completely
unnerved from the previous experience. A light breeze whistled in between the
trees and somewhere within it the deacon swore he heard a voice again.
"God's creatures , deacon ... God's creatures," it whispered.
The deacon opened his eyes only to realize the fear that was massing in the
back of his mind: there was no one there. Instinct propelled him into motion. He
began to run madly through the forest to escape the voice. All the while, the wind
gathered strength again and began to blow mercilessly through the trees. The
wind whistled through the trees in such a manner that it seemed to laugh
hysterically at the frenzied deacon as he ran wildly through the darkness. He
knew not where to turn and panic swept through his body. Every tree was thick
and dark. Every shadow rose up against him and mocked his movements. Every
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fallen leaf grabbed his legs and threatened to tear him down to the cold ground.
The forest was cruel and he was alone to fight it, except fo r one final hope.
The deacon's reason returned to him as he halted in mid-flight and droppe<f
to his knees. Amidst all the chaos and howling winds, he closed his eyes anct
clasped the silver crucifix around his neck with all his might.
"Please! Please deliver me from this strife! I have been a noble servant and
beg of You to grant me passage through this unholy night! I will sacrifice anything
to escape this moment of torment tonight! "
With the last of his words shouted into the cold night air, the wind ceased its
bellowing and the laughter s lowly died away with it. The deacon gradually
opened his eyes and relaxed his grip on the cross. He looked up and smiled a
thankful grin at the eerie silence sun-ounding him.
His exu ltations were met w ith a single , ice-cold drop of rain. His smile
q uickly changed to a frown as rain began to pelt his body from the heavens
above. The deacon looked despairingly around as the grim vegetation echoes the
sounds of falling rain and distant thunder rolled across the land. For a second, the
deacon thought, "This is no haven; no shelter from my strife! Surely my deeds
warrant a better solution than the cold rain of a contemptuous cloud!"
He then realized that his prayers had indeed been answered. No more than
twenty yards away stood the dim outline of an old building stand ing in a nearby
clearing he had previously failed to notice. He silently rose and plodded over to
tl1e gift bestowed upon him. He observed tl1at tl1e building was more a shack
upon better examination. Its wooden walls were old and worn and there were no
windows. A single door provided entrance to the small hovel.
Deacon Holcomb walked inside and surveyed the dwelling he had been led
to stay in. He found a candle nearby on the floor and lit it with a dry match he
had retained from services earlier tl1at evening. The home was in disarray with
chair overturned and some simple clothes lying on the floor. There were no
aesthetic objects in the room at all. However, there was a straw cot in the far
corner of the room and tl1at was pleasing enough for the weary old deacon. He
placed tl1e candle next to tl1e bed and laid himself down to sleep.
Outside, the storm beat upon the forest dwelling. Thunder shook the land
and wind whistled tl1rough the trees. He silently shuddered at the tl1ought of still
being caught outdoors in that awful weather in that sinister forest. As he tried to
rest, he heard the fai nt sound of laughter ringing in the trees and murmured
voices echoing around the shack. The deacon smiled and put tl1e sounds out of
his mind, dismissing them as another trick of the imagination that night.
Still, the harder he tried, the harder it was to escape tl1e laughter. It seemed to
get nearer and louder at each heartbeat. Suddenly, a clap of thunder rocked the
old shack and upset the candle, knocking it to the ground. The deacon leaned
over to pick up the candle when he heard a quiet chuckling from next to his bed
He raised his eyes and met the gaze of a merry looking woodsman. The
woodsman was standing over the deacon , smiling and laughing. The deacon
sternly looked at the woodsman as he righted himself and asked , "Who are you?•
The woodsman was taken aback and said, "Who the hell do you think I aai1
Am I a friend or foe? Ally or axeman?" his eyes narrowed, "Fiend or Father?"
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The voices outside the shack began to rise and encircle the building but the
deacon ignored them. He instead concentrated on the odd woodsman and tried to
control his temper as he said, "I am not in the mood for your games. If you are the
one who has followed me through the forest all night, you have cause me much
troubl e tonight. I expect a full apology a nd explanation of your actions,
irJUnediately."
The woodsman smiled again and sat down next to the deacon, "Well, you see, I
was kind of expecting the same from you. You have caused me a great deal of
crouble at times, also. However, since you have aided me so well many more times
in the past, I figure it is only fitting that I repay you by explaining just what you and
I have accompli hed tonight."
The deacon looked on with interest as the woodsman continued, 'James, you
have been a very stern fellow all your life. Your wonderfully self-righteous attitude
has helped to distort many young minds as you tortured them with threats ,
harangues, and a narrow minded view of life to keep them from straying from 'the
path '. However, you should realize that not everything unknown and mysterious is
evil!"
A faint odor reached the deacon but he paid no attention to it as he quizzically
asked the woodsman, "What do you mean? I have never pushed a child off the path!
And I am not fearful of the unknown. "
The woodsman smiled and said, "Quite the contrary, James. You have lost many
children before. However, the one who stayed true and faithful, you had believed to
be the worst sinner of all. You threw her from the path and tried to use her as an
example to quell others you believed were faltering. Unfortunately, you banished the
hope of mankind along with the girl."
The words slowly sank into Deacon Holcomb's brain as he tried to grasp the
meaning of the woodsman's words, "Are you talking about the FaITow girl? She was
a sinner! A wild woman and a tramp!"
The woodsman chuckled to himself before speaking, "You don't understand, do
you, James? The child! Her child! She knew not from whence it came. She is a pious
young virgin with a child .. . sounds vaguely familiar, doesn't it?"
The words hit the deacon like a blow to his soul. He looked in hoITor at the
laughing man in front of him as a cold hand grasped his spine. Suddenly, the deacon
became aware of the events transpiring around him. He smelled the distinct odor of
moke inside the building. It was on fire! There were men outside shouting and
swearing as they tossed objects at the shack spreading the fire which was engulfing it.
The deacon looked pleadingly at the woodsman who was practically in
hysterics. He looked at the deacon and said, "Yes, deacon, you have helped to seal
the fate of mankind through your misguided piety and abhoITent intolerance. I thank
you! Yes, I thank you very much for helping me win a seemingly endless battle. I'll
see you soon, Deacon Holcomb! Trust me, I'll see you again very, very soon!"
The shack burst into flames. The old deacon was powerless to stop it. He was
too shocked to scream and too paralyzed with fear to run . Instead, he sat
dumbfounded, listening to the laughter of the woodsman and the ang1y chants
from outside the shack shouting, "Stomp out the evil! Burn it back to Hell!"
- Thomas Roberts '96
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